68 Board of Public Works

tion of this board.” Later, on 25 June 1885, the board became more bureaucratic,
notifying the deputy commanders that no bills contracted by them would be approved
unless accompanied by a properly countersigned requisition from the commander.3®

Other complaints against the officers of the Fishery Force had to do with their
competence and efficiency, and those, too, had to be heard by the board. At its meetings
on 19 and 23 December 1884 the board considered the charge that Captain Franklin
of the Nannie Merryman had improperly absented himself from the ship and was
therefore neglectful of his duty. The board ultimately dismissed the charge, but it did
admonish the captain that it “would look to renewed attention to his duties, and a
more strict observance of all orders coming from Commander of the Force.” Charges
against Captain Childs were heard in March 1881, and in June 1884 the board agreed
to hear a protest by the first officer of the Governor Hamilton against his dismissal.3¢

All of these naval matters no doubt took up a great deal of time; the board minutes
show a substantial preoccupation with them throughout the 1880s and 1890s. Indeed,
as late as 1914 the minutes show considerable time and attention being given to the
election of officers of the Fishery Force, which became increasingly politicized,3” and
to the condition of the fleet, which was not always the best. In addition to fending off
citizens’ complaints, hearing charges against various officers, and authorizing repairs,
the board let contracts for new vessels, employed experts to evaluate the vessels prior
to acceptance by the state to ensure that they met performance specifications, dickered
with contractors over problems with the boats, ordered equipment for the boats (down
to a $16.30 spy glass), employed watermen to guard vessels seized under the oyster
laws, pressed state’s attorneys to enforce the law more vigorously, and arranged for
the sale of worn—out vessels.?® On 2 July 1884 the members of the board personally
inspected the entire fleet, having ordered it to Annapolis for that purpose. They did
so again in July 1900.3°

In general, it appears that the Board of Public Works discharged these various
duties with fairness and compassion, if not with particular diligence. There were con-
stant complaints about the condition of the fleet, and it appears that they often had
merit.° The board’s general reaction, as noted, was to bring the commander of the
fleet in and order him to correct or improve whatever was being complained about.
Occasionally the board must have become exasperated with its role as an admiralty
board, as witness this excerpt from the minutes for 20 January 1887: “A petition of
citizens of the eighth district of Anne Arundel County, asking that they be furnished
with a cannon to protect oyster grounds from depredation, was presented to the board
and ordered to be filed. The board decide that they have no authority for such pro-
ceedings—besides they have no cannon.”*!
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